Although play is an important activity of childhood, it is often a neglected modality in occupational therapy. Poverty has been identified as a factor that adversely affects the play of children wben a limited number offactors are studied. The pUipose of this pilot study was to explore multiple play behaviors that may be related to socioeconomic status. The developmental play ages of 41 middle socioeconomic status preschool children (22 boys, 19 girl:,) and 43 low socioeconomic status preschool children (24 boys, 19 girls) were assessed with a mOdified version of the Prescbool Play Scale (Bledsoe & Shepherd, 1982; Knox, 1974 (Kielhafner, 1980; Vygotsky, 1976) It provides the child with skills and knowledge necessary for the development of intellectual, emotional, social, and physical abilities Oamelson & Kickl, 1974; Munoz, 1986; Winnicott, 1971) Human and nonhuman factors either facilitate or adversely affect the quantity and quality of play expe· riences for children (Kielhofner, Barris, Bauer, Shoestock, & Walker, 1983) . One such factor is socioeconomic status (Rubin, Fein, & Vandeberg, 1983) .
Social, intellectual, emotional, ,md physical deficits caused by poverty conditions have been related to the dysfunctional deve lopment of play skilJs (Griffing, 1980) . These deficits have also been identified as the reason a child plays in less complex and sophisticated ways (Rubin et aI, 1983; Weininger, 1979) . Poverty, therefore, is thought to hamper the child's ability to participate in normal play activities The resulting play deficits may impede ad3ptation to new and more complex situations.
Despite the influence of socioeconomic status on the play of children (Rubin et aI, 1983) , little comprehensive research on the topiC has been reported. Rese,Jrchers have indicated that when compared with children of middle socioeconomic status, children of low socioeconomic SWtus engaged in less dramatic play (Fein & Stork, 1981; Griffing, 1980; Rosen, 1974; Smilansky, 1968; White, 1978) , less symbolic play (Tizard, Phelps, & rlewis, 1976) , more parallel and solitary play (Rubin, Maioni, & Hornung, 1976) , less fantasy play and less elaborated use of objects (Smith & Dadsworth, 1980) , and lower levels of cognitive play (Griffing, 1980; Rubin et aI, 1976) Occupational therapists must view this information cautiously. Although play behavior may differ among children from different socioeconomic classes, one cannot infer that this difference means that play behavior is somehow inferior in low socioeconomic status children. Even more problematic, stereotypes or inaccurate information regarding these children could affect treatment planning. Occupational therapists are in a unique position to clarify this information by looking at play holistically and at play behaviors when the environment has common, familiar objects. Understanding the psychosocial implications of complex play behavior as a composite of cognitive, social, emotional, and physical skills applied to a variety of environments will enhance our understanding of play.
Studies suggest that children from different socioeconomic statuses show differences in play behavior. Poor methodological procedures and studies focusing on only the social aspects of play, however, limit the use of the results. Major problems with such studies include lack of control over cultural background (SOli lansky, 1968; White, 1978) , environmental conditions (Fein & Stork, 1981; Griffing, 1980; Rosen, 1974; Smith & Dadsworth, 1980) , and the composite qualifications of the staff members engaged in the school's settings (Tizard et a!., 1976) . Except for Rubin et al.'s (1976) study, research in play behavior has been limited to social aspects only. Thus, results from these studies may present a limited perspective of play.
To provide a more comprehensive description of a child's play, occupational therapists focus on the developmental play age of children. Developmental play age reflects a holistiC, comprehensive method by which to study play. Play behaviors are complex, and to isolate only certain aspects of play, such as those preViously studied, may reduce behavior so that knowledge is less meaningful or biased. Developmental play age includes age-appropriate play behaviors and incorporates social, cognitive, emotional, physical, and cultural factors. These factors can be combined to reflect the behaviors observed during functional play.
As presented by Knox (1974) and Bledsoe and Shepherd (1982) , a functional description of play may involve the dimensions of space management, material management, imitation, and participation. Studies generated from this approach have examined nondysfunctional children (Bledsoe & Shepherd, 1982) , disabled children (Harrison & Kielhofner, 1986; Knox, 1974) , abused children (Howard, 1986) , hospitalized children (Kielhofner et a!., 1983) , and preschool-age boys with sensory integrative dysfunction (Clifford & Bundy, 1989) Although the studies mentioned above focused on developmental play age, none examined the effect of socioeconomic status on children's play. Because researchers in the area of play generally believe that poverty may lead to play deficits in children and because occupational therapists are concerned with the normal development of children, the effect of socioeconomic status on children's play is an important consideration for occupational therapy. Occupational therapists who work with children must be aware of the potential social bias and the effect of environment on play behavior among children from differing socioeconomic backgrounds. To assume that a child reared in a low socioeconomic environment will demonstrate lower developed play skills may create either unfair social bias that limits learning opportunities or encourage placement within special environments, like Head Start programs. To automatically place a child from a lower social class background into a special play program without indication of deficits may be poor judgment.
We designed the present study to investigate differences in developmental play age between children of low and middle socioeconomic status. We used a muJtifactor model to describe developmental play age. This study is important to occupational therapists because the relationship between socioeconomic status and play behavior as a complex, developmental skill has not yet been studied.
Our hypotheses were as follows:
1. Children of low socioeconomic status will demonstrate a significantly lower overall developmental play age than children of middle socioeconomic status. 2. Children of low socioeconomic status will demonstrate significantly lower dimension scores than children of middle socioeconomic in space management, material management, imitation, and participation.
Sex has been cited as a potential issue in contemporary literature. Sex differences in play behavior may be present when comparing boys and girls from low and middle socioeconomic backgrounds. Due to the potential influence of sex on the experimental variable of play age, the sex of the child was also considered.
Method

Subjects
The subjects were 84 Caucasian preschool children, whose ages ranged from 4 to 5 years. The mean age of the low socioeconomic status group was 55.9 months and of the middle socioeconomic status group, 55.3 months. Forty-three children (24 boys, 19 girls) were from families of low socioeconomic status, and 41 children (22 boys, 19 girls) were from families of middle socioeconomic status. The children were enrolled in one of nine day-care centers or preschool settings in northern Colorado. Low-income children were identified by each school's director using the Poverty Index at the Social Security Administration (Federal Interagency Committees, 1987) . Children who did not fit into this index were classified by the directors as being from middle socioeconomic status. The subjects had no disabling conditions and had attended day care or preschool a minimum of 5 halfdays per week for the preceding 2-month period.
Instrumentation
The Preschool Play Scale (Bledsoe & Shepherd, 1982; Knox, 1974) , assesses the play profile for four dimensions of play: space management, material management, imitation, and participation. Each dimension consists of three to five categories of play behavior listed in yearly increments from 0 to 6. Additionally, the Preschool Play Scale results in an overall developmental play age that represents the average of scores in the four dimensions. Usually, the Preschool Play Scale is used by an occupational therapist who observes a child for a period ranging from 15 min to 1!h hI' (Bledsoe & Shepherd, 1982; Harrison & Kielhofner, 1986 ). Standard scoring procedures as reported by Bledsoe and Shepherd were used to obtain dimension and development play-age scores. The Preschool Play Scale, originally an observational matrix (Bledsoe & Shepherd, 1982; Knox, 1974) , was modified in four ways for this study. First, teachers rated the children using the modified Preschool Play Scale after a minimum contact of 4 hI' per day, 5 days per week for a period of at least 2 months (i.e., a minimum of 160 hr). We expected that the teachers' extended observations of the children would reveal a more accurate sample of the children's typical play behavior than would observation for a time-limited, environment-specific play period. Second, the checklist of play behaviors was randomly ordered to control for response bias regarding the expected development of play behavior. Third, the territory category under the space management dimension waS eliminated because it is eXClusive to the child's home; such behaviors were not accessible due to the study design. Fourth, items related to children aged 0 to 2 years were eliminated because they were assumed to be irrelevant to the behavior of nondysfunctional 4-year-old preschoolers.
The environmental checklist was created based on the Minimum Rules and Regulations for Child Care Centers published by the Colorado Department of Social Service (975). To describe differences between the settings used in this study, the teachers reported the availability of materials, toys, and equipment in their classrooms by using an environmental checklist of play resources (i.e., art supplies, blocks and accessories, dramatic play equipment, large muscle equipment, manipulative toys, musical equipment, science materials, and books and posters).
Procedure
The directors of the day-care centers and preschools were given information indicating that this was a study to identify differences in play behavior related to socioeconomic status. The directors told the teachers, however, only that the purpose of this project was to study preschoolers' play behaviors; the teachers were thus unaware of the research hypotheses. The directors randomly selected children from low and middle socioeconomic status groups. Children were selected in such a way that each teacher completed checklists for no more than 10 children.
Each teacher received a packet containing written instructions, the adapted Preschool Play Scale, written definitions of the categories of the Preschool Play Scale, and the environmental checklist. Within 2 weeks, the teachers completed the adapted Preschool Play Scale and environmental checklist and returned them to their directors. The directors prOVided demographic information on the children, that is, sex, birth date, and socioeconomic status.
Results
Because the category scores on the Preschool Play Scale were considered ordinal level data, the Mann Whitney U test (SPSS, Inc., 1986) was applied. This statistic was used to determine differences in the overall developmental play age as well as in the space management, material management, imitation, and participation dimension scores for the children of low and middle socioeconomic status. Data obtained comparing children from middle and low socioeconomic backgrounds are summarized in Table 1 .
No significant difference in the overall developmental play age (p = .16) as a function of socioeconomic status was found. Hypothesis 1, therefore, that children of low socioeconomic status would show a significantly lower overall developmental play age than would children of middle socioeconomic status, was rejected. Likewise, the results obtained also showed no significant difference concerning socioeconomic status on the space management (p = .29), material management (p = .09), imitation (p = .79), and participation (p = .37) dimensions. Thus, Hypothesis 2, that children of low socioeconomic status would show significantly lower scores in the four play dimensions studied, was also rejected.
Further analysis of the categories within the four dimensions revealed a significant difference in the purpose category within the material management dimension (p = _03) based on socioeconomic status. This difference, however, may have occurred by chance (Hinkle, Wiersma, & ]urs, 1988) . Because 20 items were statistically analyzed in this study, it is probable that one item would be spuriously significant. Further analysis of the data by sex within each socioeconomic group is presented in Table 2 . No significant differences in play age, dimension, or category scores were found, except for the purpose category within the material management dimension Among the girls in this study, the purpose category differed significantly (p = .015). Girls from middle Table 2 socioeconomic environments demonstrated significantly less mature goal orientation during play activities. Similar trends were noted for imagination (p = 064) within the imitation dimension (p = .074), for material management (p = .079), and, consequently, for the overall developmental play age (p = .139).
An informal analysis of the environmental checklist revealed that, in general, the settings proVided the children with a rich variety of toys, materials, and equipment. Further, children in each of the nine facilities had access to at least one major play resource for each type of play.
Discussion
Although previous researchers have suggested that there are differences in play behavior between children of low and middle socioeconomic status (Fein & Stork, 1981; Griffing, 1980; Rubin et al., 1976; Smilansky, 1968; Smith & Dadsworth, 1980; Tizard et al., 1976; White, 1978) , the findings of this study do not support this contention. Children of low socioeconomic status did not differ significantly from children of middle socioeconomic status in developmental play age or in aspects of play (ie., play dimensions), according to a modified version of the Preschool Play Scale. Using a complex, multifactor model to study play, we found that children from poverty backgrounds demonstrated levels of sophisticated play similar to those of children from middle socioeconomic backgrounds.
An unexpected significant difference was found among girls in the purpose category within the material management dimension: the girls of middle socioeconomic status scored lower than the girls of low socioeconomic status. Because no information in the Because trends were present among girls for the imagination category, the material management and imitation dimensions, and overall developmental play age, further study is warranted. Three factors may have influenced the results of this study: peer interaction, educational setting, and study limitations. Peer interaction provides compensatory experiences that alleviate deficits in children (Clapp, 1988) . Aspects of peer interaction that lead children to achieve compensatory experiences as discussed in the literature are peer familiarity and role modeling through contact with peers. According to Rubenstein and Howes (1976) , children play in more complex ways in the presence of a familiar peer than when alone or with an unfamiliar peer. In role modeling, the peer group contributes to the development of attitudes, language styles, interests, and learning abilities in each child (deRenne-Stephan, 1980; Dill, 1978) . Thus, a child acquires and learns skills by watching and interacting with other peers (Rubin, 1984) . The children in the present study had other opportunities for peer interaction, familiarity, and role modeling across socioeconomic status levels due to the socioeconomic integration of the schools. Thus, these factors may have altered the effect of socioeconomic status on play differences.
The educational settings used in this study may also have influenced the findings As indicated by Clapp (1988) , preschoolers are sensitive to environmental factors. Three positive aspects of the educational settings used in this study-availability of environmental resources to the children, trained caregivers, and educational goals-may have proVided the children of low socioeconomic status with the opportunity to enhance their play development. All of the settings provided the children with a wide variety of toys, materials, and equipment, as identified by the environmental checklist. All of the staff members were trained teachers in programs that focused on educational goals. Exposure to these three factors, therefore, may have enhanced the play behavior of the children of low socioeconomic status.
Failure to find differences in pJay behavior between the two groups of children could be attributed to study limitations. The Preschool Play Scale, an observation scale administered by trained raters, was modified into a checklist used by educators familiar with child development and with the children in this study. The raters were not trained in the Preschool Play Scale beyond available definitions of the play categories. As a result, interrater reliability was unknown, and the potential for response bias by the teachers was increased. Advantages of this study design, however, were that the teachers had more time to view the children's behaviors in an array of play situations. Additionally, the categories of the Preschool Play Scale have demonstrated differences among children with disabilities in previous research, and they primarily describe observable behavior devoid of professional jargon. The Preschool Play Scale is the only known play behavior instrument that studies play holistically.
The results of this pilot study can be useful to pediatric occupational therapists. Occupational therapists shou ld be aware that although low socioeconomic status may adversely affect a child's development, other factors, such as positive experiences outside of the home, may function as a counterbalance. Two of the positive factors identified in the literature are quality of educational settings and peer interaction, both of which could be proVided through occupational therapy programs.
An extension of this pilot study could involve the examination of the effect of setting and peer interaction on play behavior. Factors to be studied would involve variance in caregiver expertise, play materials or resources, access to different kinds of peer interaction, and different environments (i.e, home and neighborhood). Additionally, research comparing the play of children of low socioeconomic status who are mainstreamed into general preschools with the play found among similar children who are separated into special preschools (e.g., Head Start programs) is needed. Last, due to the nature of practice in school settings, occupational therapists need ways to collect information regarding functional play behaviors. Development of a reliable and valid checklist form of the Preschool Play Scale would be useful as a screening measure for potential play deficits. Particular attention to reliability when used by trained versus untrained raters as well as efficient, accurate methods by which to observe and report complex play development in children should be included in future studies.
Summary
A sample of 43 children of low socioeconomic status and 41 children of middle socioeconomic status, aged 4 to 5 years, was used in this study. The overall developmental play age and play profile on each dimension for each child was assessed with a modified version of the Preschool Play Scale. No significant differences between these two socioeconomic classes were found, which suggests that positive experiences outside of the home, such as peer interaction and educational setting, may have an important role in minimizing the effects of poverty conditions on the play behavior of children. If positive experiences function to alleviate play deficits that children of low socioeconomic status may experience, then occupational ther-apists are in a position to enhance the play development of such children .....
